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The  printing  and  distribution  of  the  Bible  and 
Psalm  books  in  sixteenth-century  Scotland: 
some  additional  documentation 

MARGARET  H.B.  SANDERSON,  M.A.,  Ph.D. 

The  provision  of  bibles  and  psalm  books  for  the  spiritual  growth  of  the 
people  in  post-Reformation  Scotland  involved  planned  business 
ventures  and  distribution  arrangements,  no  mean  task  in  the  face  of 
limited  financial  resources  and  difficult  communications.  Printing 
depended  on  the  partnership  of  a printer,  who  supplied  the  technical 
expertise  and  labour,  and  a merchant  who  furnished  the  financial 
resources  and  certain  practical  facilities  including,  as  some  of  our 
documents  show,  warehousing  for  the  book  stock. 

After  Robert  Lekprevick  forfeited  his  licence  to  print  the  Geneva 
Bible,  in  1574,  a licence  which  he  had  been  granted  eight  years  before 
but  had  failed  to  implement,  the  partners  Alexander  Arbuthnot, 
merchant  (not  to  be  confused  with  the  minister  of  that  name),  and 
Thomas  Bassendyne,  printer,  put  themselves  forward  for  the  task  at  the 
General  Assembly  in  March  1575. 1 In  his  History  of  the  Bassandyne 
Bible  (1887)  William  Dobson  regretted  the  lack  of  information  on  “the 
exact  arrangements  between  the  two  partners”.  During  a recent  general 
search  of  the  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  Registers  of  Decreets  and 
the  Edinburgh  Burgh  Registers  of  Deeds  a contract  between  Arbuthnot 
and  Bassendyne,  dated  15  December  1574,  some  three  months  before 
their  petition  to  the  Assembly,  came  to  light,  with  several  other 
documents  relating  to  the  printing  and  distribution  of  the  bible  and 
psalm  books.  These  documents  have  not,  so  far  as  can  be  discovered, 
been  printed  before.  They  are  printed  here  (slightly  summarised  for 
considerations  of  space)  in  the  hope  that  they  may  aid  further  research 
into  this  important  subject.  All  documents  are  in  the  National  Archives 
of  Scotland  (formerly  “Scottish  Record  Office”),  Edinburoh. 
ranscripts  are  published  with  the  permission  of  the  Keeper  of  the 

1 BUK,  392. 
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Records  of  Scotland.  Some  modern  punctuation  has  been  introduced  in 
direct  quotations. 

1.  Contract  between  Alexander  Arbuthnot,  burgess  of 
Edinburgh,  and  Thomas  Bassinden,  printer;  at  Edinburgh,  15 
December  1574.  Recorded  in  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court 
Register  of  Decreets  (CC8/2/8)  1 1 December  1576. 

It  is  appoyntit,  aggreit  and  finellie  contractit  betwix  Alexander 
Arbuthnot,  burges  of  Edinburgh,  on  the  ane  pairt,  and  Thomas 
Bassinden,  prenter  and  burges  of  the  said  burgh  on  the  uther  pairt, 
in  maner,  forme  and  effect  as  efter  folio wis.  That  is  to  say,  the 
said  Thomas  bundis  and  oblissis  him  to  furneis  to  the  said 
Alexander  for  imprenting  of  fyftene  hundreth  bybillis  in  our 
vulgare  Inglis  language  with  the  gritt  carrettar,  conforme  to  the 
pruiff  deliverit  be  hym  to  the  said  Alexander  at  the  making  of  this 
present,  efter  the  translatioun  of  Geneva,  with  the  notatiounis, 
foure  composeris,  foure  presmen  and  utheris  servandis  neidfull 
for  the  said  wark,  for  halding  of  twa  pressis  continewallie 
gangand,  and  salbe  sic  servandis  as  salbe  hable  to  performe  everie 
day  twa  throwchr  compleit  upoun  baith  the  sydis.  Quhilkies 
wilbe  daylie,  in  compleit  wark  in  baith  the  sydis,  sex  rym  [reams] 
compleit.  And  sail  furneis  therto  all  ink  ballis  and  all  uthyr  kynd 
of  necessaris  quhatsumever  for  the  setting  fordwart  of  the  said 
wark,  and  place  convenient  to  wark  the  samyn  in,  upoun  his  awin 
expenssis,  with  all  uthir  expenssis  and  furnitor  neidfull  . . . except 
sic  furnitor  as  salbe  eftir  specifeit  be  the  said  Alexander.  And  the 
said  Thomas  be  thir  presentis  bindis  and  oblissis  him  to  the  said 
Alexander  to  be  reddie  with  his  servitors,  pres,  ink,  irnes  and  all 
kynd  of  furnitor  neidfull  therto  to  entir  to  the  said  wark  the  - day 
of  Februarii,  the  yeir  of  God  1575  yeiris  [i.e.  1575/6]  and  sail 
godwilling  continew  daylie  in  the  said  wark  quhill  the 
compleitting  therof.  And  that  it  sail  not  be  lesum  to  the  said 
Thomas  ...  to  prent  or  caus  to  be  imprented  at  ony  tyme  heireftir, 
notwithstanding  ony  privilege  grantit  or  to  be  grantit  to  him  be 
my  Lord  Regentis  grace  to  that  effect,  ony  of  the  saidis  bybillis  or 
volumes  in  ony  carettar  nor  volume,  bot  only  sic  nomber  as  sal  be 
appoyntit  to  him  and  directtit  to  him  be  the  said  Alexander 
allanerlie,  under  the  pane  of  ane  thowsand  pundis  Scottis  money, 


2 Twa  throw cht,  two  copies. 

3 Blank  in  the  MS. 
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to  be  deliverit  to  the  said  Alexander  ...  togidder  with  all  sic  buikis 
as  sail  happen  to  be  imprentit  or  sauld  be  the  said  Thomas.... 

And  als,  in  cais  ony  of  the  said  wark  of  the  bybill  sail 
happin  in  default  of  the  said  Thomas  or  his  servandis  to  be  wrang 
transposit  and  sett,  or  uthirwayis  be  thaim  evill  beittin,  prentit, 
revin,  fulzeit  or  utharwayis  mishandellit,  or  onywayis  fand  war 
nor  the  pruiff  ...  in  that  cais  Thomas  to  be  bundin  and  obleist 
upoun  his  awin  expenssis  to  deliver  als  meikle,  als  gude  and  als 
sufficient  wark  thairfoir  frelie  to  the  said  Alexander.  Sua  yit  the 
said  Alexander  sail  resave  na  hurt  nor  incommoditie  for  laik 
[want]  therof,  but  salbe  sufficientlie  reparit  in  all  his  dampnages, 
skaithis  and  hinderances ...  in  default  of  the  said  Thomas.... 

For  the  quhilk  prenting  of  the  forsaidis  bybillis, 
furneissing  of  servandis  and  servandis  feis,  ink,  lettres,  pres,  with 
the  haill  half  lettres  for  imprenting  of  the  saidis  volumes  ...  to  be 
furneist  by  the  said  Thomas,  and  for  the  said  Thomas  pairt  of  his 
previlage  grantit  or  to  be  grantit  to  him  for  the  prenting  of  the 
same  heireftir  the  said  Alexander  Arbuthnot  bindis  and  oblissis 
him  to  fumeis  and  deliver  to  the  said  Thomas  to  be  imprentit  .... 
sua  mony  rymes  of  gude  and  sufficient  haill  paper  in  blank  as  sail 
serve  the  forsaid  compleit  number  of  15  hundreth  bybillis,  to  wit 
thre  rym  and  a quair  for  ilk  fyftene  hundreth  throwcht  compleit.4 
And  als,  the  said  Alexander  sail  furneis  and  deliver  to  the  said 
Thomas  at  the  begynnyng  of  the  said  wark  ane  sufficient  prenting 
pres  with  sua  mony  letteris  as  sail  serve  for  the  werking  of  the 
half  of  the  saidis  bybillis,  with  the  haill  mappis  and  kairtis 
perteining  thereto,  with  the  correttoris,  upoun  his  expenssis,  for 
the  corretting  of  the  said  wark.  Quilkis  being  perfytit  in  gude  and 
sufficient  wark  conforme  to  the  pruiff,  ...  the  said  Thomas  sail 
deliver  agane  to  the  said  Alexander  the  saidis  fyftene  hundreth 
bybillis  compleit,  and  ma  [more]  gif  ony  be,  togidder  with  his 
prenting  pres  and  geir  perteining  to  her,  with  his  haill  letteris 
furneist  be  him  to  the  said  wark,  and  mappis  and  kairtis....5 

And  for  werking  of  the  foresaid  wark  and  furneissing 
made  be  the  said  Thomas  thereto,  as  abone  mentionat,  the  said 
Alexander  sail  content  and  pay  for  ilk  rym,  prenting  in  baith 
sydis,  the  soum  of  20/-  in  maner  following:  that  is  to  say,  within 
ten  day  is  eftir  thair  entrie  to  imprent  the  said  bybill,  ane  quarter  of 
the  payment,  and  at  the  perfytting  of  the  half  of  the  said  wark  ane 
uther  quarter  of  the  said  soume,  and  at  the  compleitting  and 

5 Ihat  is’  th^ee  reams  ancl  one  quire  for  each  copy  of  the  1 500  to  be  printed 
Compare  details  in  RPC,  ii,  583. 
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delyvering  of  the  saidis  xv  hundreth  bybillis  be  the  said  Thomas 
to  the  said  Alexander,  gude  and  sufficient  prentit  conforme  to  the 
pruiff  as  said  is,  within  20  dayis  nixt  thereftir,  the  haill  and 
compleit  payment....  And  als,  the  said  Alexander  sail  gif  licence 
and  liberte  to  the  said  Thomas  wyiff  [Katherine  Norvell]  to  caus 
imprent  to  her  utilitie  and  proffeit  twenty  fyve  bybillis  allanerlie, 
scho  furneissing  the  paper,  and  all  uthyr  expenssis  for  the  werking 
of  thame  hir  selff. 

Provyding  alsua,  that  incais  the  saidis  Thomas  and  his 
servandis  be  hinderit  or  stayit  of  thair  wark  eftir  thair  entrie 
thairto  in  default  of  the  said  Alexander,  or  not  delyvering  to  him 
the  paper,  pres,  letteris  in  dew  tyme,  in  that  cais  the  said 
Alexander  bindis  and  oblissis  him  to  pay  the  servandis  wagis  in 
default  of  the  forsaidis  furneissing  eftir  that  thai  be  anes  enterit  to 
wark.  And  in  cais  the  said  Thomas  be  not  reddie  with  his 
servandis  and  haill  furnitour  forsaid,  he  being  requyrit  thairto  be 
the  said  Alexander  at  the  [blank]  day  of  February,  the  said 
Thomas  bindis  and  oblissis  him  ...  to  continew  in  the  said  wark  to 
the  perfytting  thairof,  to  content  and  pay  to  the  said  Alexander  for 
ilk  frank  that  he  bestowis  upoun  the  said  paper,  48/-  Scottis 
money  for  ilk  frank,  togidder  with  coist,  skaith,  dampnage  and 
enteris  [interest]  that  the  said  Alexander  salhappin  to  sustene.... 

Signed  by  the  parties,  and  witnessed  by  Archibald 
Seinzeour,  James  Norvall,  Robert  Tod  and  Joshua  Trop. 

The  terms  of  the  contract  give  the  partners  the  respective  characters 
of  entrepreneur  and  working  craftsman.  Apparently  the  work  was 
expected  to  require  the  use  of  two  printing  presses,  operating 
simultaneously,  one  of  them  supplied  by  the  merchant,  together  with 
the  paper  and  price  of  the  extra  set  of  type.  The  second  press  and  its 
type  was  to  be  returned  to  Arbuthnot  after  use.  There  is  a clear 
impression  that  the  enterprise  was  the  merchant’s,  with  the  technical 
services  those  of  the  craftsman-  printer,  to  whom  the  merchant  agreed 
to  pay  a proportion  of  the  proceeds.  The  reference  to  Bassendyne's 
wife,  Katherine  Norvell,  is  interesting;  suggesting,  as  we  might  well 
expect,  that  she  supervised  the  bookselling  side  of  the  business,  for 
which  the  accounts  may  have  been  kept  separate  from  those  of  the 
printing  side  of  the  business.  Having  been  familiar  with  the  book  trade 


142 


NOTES  AND  DOCUMENTS 


during  Bassendyne’s  lifetime,  her  expertise  would  be^valuable  to  her 
second  husband  Robert  Smith  the  “marchand  librallar”. 

A contract  of  1 April  1576  shows  the  partners  ordering  an 
additional  supply  of  paper  for  the  much-delayed  work. 

2.  Contract  between  Mr  George  Halket,  Conservator  of  the  Scots 
Nation  in  Flanders,  and  Alexander  Arbuthnot  and  Thomas 
Bassendean:  at  Edinburgh  1 April  1576.  Recorded  in  Edinburgh 
Burgh  Register  of  Deeds,  2 April  1576  (B22/8/2,  fo.143). 

...  That  is  to  say,  the  said  Mr  George  bindis  and  oblissis  him 
faithfullie  to  by  in  Handwarp  [Antwerp]  twa  hundred  rym  of 
paper  of  the  qualitie  and  fynes  of  the  canthilizeoun7  quhilk  the 
said  Mr  George  hes  presentlie  ressavit,  subscrivit  with  the  said 
Alexander  and  Thomas  handis.  In  lykmanner  the  said 
Conservatour  hes  left  ane  uther  subscryvit  with  his  hand  to 
corrispound  to  thair  canthilizeoun.  And  in  cais  the  saidis  twa 
hundreth  rymis  be  not  gettable  conforme  thereto,  the  said  Mr 
George  sal  by  twa  hundreth  rymis  or  sa  mony  as  sail  inlaik,  or 
ware  of  the  said  forme  and  chanthilzeoun  of  the  next  and  maist 
apperand  of  the  said  forme,  according  to  his  discretioun,  and  sail 
send  the  samin  godwilling  betwix  the  dait  hereof  and  the  feast  of 
Lambes  nixt,  and  soner  gif  it  be  posible,  to  the  hevin  and  port  of 
Leyth,  upoun  his  awin  chargis  and  expenssis  and  adventar....  For 
the  quhilk  caus  the  said  Thomas  and  Alexander  bindis  and 
oblissis  thame  ...  to  content  and  pay  to  the  said  Mr  George  ...  for 
ilk  pound  greit  that  the  said  Mr  George  sal  happin  to  wair  upoun 
the  said  paper  at  the  first  buying,  the  sum  of  threttie  noblis, 
extending  in  Scottis  money  to  sex  pundis  ten  schillingis  for  ilk 
pound  greit,  ...  within  twenty  dayis  nixt  thereftir  the  ressait  of  the 
said  paper  ...  and  sail  caus  deliver  to  the  said  George  at  his 
arryving  in  Flanders  the  sum  of  ten  pundis  gryt,  to  be  allowit  in 
the  first  end  of  his  pament  of  the  said  paper. 


Katherine  Norvell  died  in  1593;  Edinburgh  Register  of  Testaments,  CC8/8/29 
(recorded  2 June  1596).  Smith  is  said  to  have  begun  business  in  Edinburgh  in  1592 
(Dickson  and  Edmond,  Annals  of  Scottish  Printing , 475).  However,  he  and  Katherine 
Norvell,  Bassendyne’s  widow,  were  married  by  2 April  1581  (Edinburgh  Burgh 
Register  of  Deeds,  B22/2/I0,  where  Smith  is  not  given  a designation).  He  is  designated 
“marchand  libraller”  in  Edinburgh  on  1 March  1587/8  (Edinburgh  Register  of  Deeds, 
B22/8/4,  fo.  67v). 

Canthilizeon  [Fr.  dchantillon],  a sample.  I am  grateful  to  Dr  John  Durkan  for 
identifying  this  term. 


143 


THE  DISTRIBUTION  OF  THE  BIBLE  AND  PSALM  BOOKS 


In  accepting  the  proposal  of  the  partners  in  1575  the  General 
Assembly,  backed  by  the  authority  of  the  Privy  Council,  decreed  that 
each  parish  should  purchase  a bible  for  public  use,  advancing  a £5 
contribution  per  copy,  including  6/8d  towards  the  expenses  of 
collecting  the  contributions.  The  money  was  to  be  handed  over  to 
Arbuthnot  by  1 July  and  the  work  was  to  be  completed  by  31  March 
1576,  an  over-optimistic  deadline  as  it  turned  out.8  Arbuthnot  and 
Bassendyne  were  to  take  charge  of  a roll  of  payments  received.  The 
partners  themselves  ran  into  difficulties.  They  appealed  to  the  General 
Assembly  for  further  funds  in  the  autumn  of  1575  and  asked  the  Privy 
Council  in  July  1576  for  nine  months’  grace  to  complete  the  work.  In 
the  terms  of  a deed  recorded  in  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  in 
October  1576  Arbuthnot  assigned  to  his  partner  his  sole  right  to 
receive  the  national  contributions.  The  details  in  the  agreement 
underline  the  difficulties  of  collecting  contributions  and  reveal  the 
extent  to  which  these  were  outstanding  more  than  a year  after  the 
initial  deadline. 

3.  Assignation  by  Alexander  Arbuthnot  to  Thomas  Bassendyne: 
at  Edinburgh,  29  October  1576.  Recorded  in  Edinburgh 
Commissary  Court  Register  of  Decreets  (CC8/2/8)  1 1 December 
1576. 

...  the  said  Alexander  sail  assigne  ...  to  the  said  Thomas  the 
contributions  of  the  kirkis  betwix  Dee  and  Tay,  extending  to  fyve 
hundreth  foure  scoir  and  ten  pundis  [£590].  Quhairof  the  said 
Alexander  hes  onlie  intromittit  with  ane  hundreth  and  nynetene 
pundis....  Sua  restis  to  be  upliftit  be  the  said  Thomas,  foure 
hundreth,  threscoir  and  ellevin  pundis  [£471],.... 


The  Table  below,  compiled  from  the  text  of  the  Assignation  gives 
amounts  still  due  from  named  localities  south  of  Tay. 


BUK,  329. 
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Locality 

Amount 

Amount 

Outstand 

due 

received 

ing 

The  kirks 

of  St 

£93  6s 

Andrews  in  Fife 

£305 

8d 

£211.13. 

Kirks  in  Galloway 

£40 

4. 

of 

£270 

Kirks 

£230 

Clydesdale, 
and  Lennox 

Renfrew 

£395 

£171 

£224 

Kirks  of 

Kyle, 

£225 

£100 

Carrick 

Cunningham 

and 

£190 

£125 

Kirks 

of 

£190 

Annandale, 

Wauchopdale 

Eskdale, 

Thomas  received  from  Alexander,  “in  gude  and  compleit  payment, 
alsweill  of  the  haill  dewtie  promised  be  Alexander  to  Thomas  for  the 
haill  warkmanschip  and  prenting  of  the  bybill  now  presentlie  in  handis 
betwix  thaim,  quhairof  he  dischargis  the  said  Alexander  and  oblissis 
him  to  follow  furth  the  wark  upoun  his  awin  chargis,  as  lykwayis  for 
the  haill  and  compleit  furneissing  of  gude  and  sufficient  paper  to  perfyt 
samekle  as  restis  of  the  said  wark”. 

There  was  further  trouble  between  the  partners.  In  January  1577 
Arbuthnot  sued  Bassendyne  for  failing  to  hand  over  to  him  the  bibles 
so  far  printed.9 10  In  addition  to  all  other  problems  the  printer  was  now  in 
ill-health.  The  so-called  “Bassandyne  Bible”  was  finally  produced  in 
1 579,  by  Arbuthnot,  whose  name  appeared  an  the  title  page  of  the  Old 
Testament,  while  the  name  of  Bassendyne  himself,  who  died  just 
before  the  bible’s  publication,  appeared  on  the  title  page  of  the  New 
Testament  with  the  date  1576,  the  year  in  which  he  had  completed  its 
printing. 

There  had  been  trouble  with  the  workforce  along  the  way.  The 
complaint  of  Salomon  Kerknett,  a compositor  from  Madgeburg,  came 
before  the  Privy  Council  on  5 January  1576/7, 1,1  when  he  claimed  to 
have  received  no  pay  from  Bassendyne  since  23  December.  An  earlier 
claim,  recorded  in  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  Register  of  Decreets 


9 See  p.  140  above. 

10  RPC,  ii,  583. 
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an  20  December  1576  adds  a little  to  the  detail  of  his  dispute  with  the 
printer: 

4.  Claim  of  Salomon  Kerkennat  against  Thomas  Bassendean, 
printer.  Recorded  in  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  Register  of 
Decreets  (CC/8/2/8)  20  December  1576. 

...That  by  contract  on  11  July  1576  he  was  bound  to  Thomas 
to  work  “at  prenting  of  the  bible  fra  his  entrae  thereto  to  the 
compleitting  thereof,  and  to  sett  and  compleit  forme  everie  day 
with  the  annotadounis  appointit.  And  incais  the  letter  or  drawer 
happynit  to  sit  ydill  In  default  of  thair  forme  sa  that  thai  wer  not 
able  to  performe  thair  journay  for  inlaik  [want]  thereof,  in  that 
cais  to  content  and  pay  to  the  said  Thomas  7/-  ilk  day  thai  sat 
ydill  in  the  said  Salomonis  default,.... 

Thomas  agreed  to  pay  the  7/-  per  day  to  the  compositor  if  it  was 
the  printer’s  fault.  Salomon  claimed  that  in  Thomas’s  default  the  press 
was  idle  from  3 to  8 December,  yet  the  printer  had  refused  to  pay  him. 
Thomas  in  turn  claimed  that  on  4 December  Salomon  “tuke  his  leiff  at 
him  and  said  he  wald  serve  him  na  mair,  and  that  he  wes  payit  of  all 
befoir”.  Having  heard  witnesses  (whose  depositions  are  unfortunately 
lost  to  us)  the  court  found  in  Salomon’s  favour. 

A contract  relating  to  Robert  Lekprevick’s  licence  to  print  the 
Psalms  of  David  (Register  of  the  Privy  Seal,  xxxiv,  fo.53)  was 
recorded  in  the  Edinburgh  Burgh  Register  of  Deeds  on  10  April  1564. 

5.  Contract  between  Alexander  Clerk  and  Robert  Lekprevick, 

Drawn  up  and  recorded  on  10  April  1564  in  Edinburgh  Burgh 
Register  of  Deeds;  B22/8/1,  fo.ll7v. 

It  is  appointit  and  aggreit  betwix  Alexander  Clerk  ...  and  Robert 
Lekprevick  ...  that  is  to  say  the  said  Robert  is  content  that  the  said 
Alexander  salbe  portioner  and  wynner  [partner  in  a team]  of  the 
buikis  quhilk  godwilling  he  is  to  prent  of  the  psalmes  of  David 
togidder  with  the  commoun  prayeris  and  uther  quhatsumevir 
salbe  thocht  guide  be  the  kirk.  Also,  he  is  content  that  the  said 
Alexander  salbe  partaker  and  ressave  the  ane  half  of  the 
commoditie  ...  of  all  uther  buikis  or  empressionis  ...  that  the  said 
Robert  sail  happin  to  prent  or  caus  be  prentit  in  his  name  at  ony 
tyme  heireftir.  And  the  said  Robert  sal  gif  adverteisment  to  the 
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said  Alexander  or  [before]  he  begyn  any  wark,  to  knaw  gif  the 
said  Alexander  wilbe  contentit  to  be  partaker.  And  in  cais  he  will 
not,  then  it  salbe  lesum  to  the  said  Robert  to  prent  it  at  his  awin 
plesoure  and  mak  his  awin  proffeit.  And  for  the  furtherance  of  the 
said  wark  of  the  psalmes  and  prenting  of  the  same,  quhilk  is  no 
les  godlie  nor  necessar  at  the  present  for  the  kirk  of  Scotland,  the 
said  Alexander  sal  perfurneis  to  the  said  Robert  thre  hundreth  rym 
of  paper,  togidder  with  ane  sax  scoir  frankis  Frenche  money 
currant  for  the  buying  of  his  letteris.  And  the  said  Robert  sail  pay 
to  the  said  Alexander  for  everie  frank,  alsweill  of  hundreth  frankis 
as  for  everie  frank  that  the  said  thre  hundreth  rym  of  paper  costis, 
in  France,  the  soume  of  nynetene  schilling  for  everie  frank 
wairing  [expenditure],  to  be  payit  of  the  first  of  the  saidis  buikis 
quhen  thai  ar  prentit,  and  that  the  saidis  buikis  being  prentit  salbe 
put  in  the  custodie  of  the  said  Alexander  for  his  warrant.  And  the 
said  Alexander  to  deliver  the  said  Robert  ane  hundred  unbound, 
as  ane  uther  is  sauld.  Provyding  that  the  said  Robert  sal  bring  the 
money  of  everie  hundreth  that  is  sauld  as  he  ressaveis  the  uther. 
And  the  said  Robert  sail  have  for  prenting,  for  his  laubouris  and 
warkmanschip,  for  the  prenting  of  everie  rym,  fyftene  schilling, 
of  the  quhilk  fyftene  schilling  the  said  Alexander  sail  have  the  ane 
half,  quhilk  is  sevin  schilling  sax  penneis.  And  siclike  the  said 
Robert  is  content  that  the  said  Alexander  sail  be  partaker  with  him 
in  the  binding  of  the  saidis  buikis  and  all  uthir  buikis 
quhatsumevir  he  sal  happin  to  bind  heireftir.  And  the  said  Robert 
grants  him  to  have  ressavit  fra  the  said  Alexander  ...  for  the 
fulfilling  of  ane  pairt  quhilk  he  suld  do  of  his  contract,  the  soume 
of  fourtie  crounis  of  the  sone. 

The  report  called  for  by  the  Privy  Council  in  1579  as  to  the 
acquisition  of  a bible  by  those  heads  of  household  judged  financially 
able  to  purchase  one,  and  in  a position  to  have  it  read  to  a circle  of 
family,  friends  and  servants  at  family  worship,  has  regrettably  not 
survived,  if  indeed  it  was  ever  properly  compiled."  By  1604  all 
members  of  the  congregation  in  Aberdeen  who  could  read  were  told  to 
have  bibles  of  their  own  and  to  bring  them  to  the  kirk.  References  to 
the  personal  possession  of  bibles  and  psalm  books  are  in  the  nature  of 
things  fortuitous;  most  testamentary  inventories  of  household  goods  in 
sixteenth-century  Scotland  tend  to  value  all  “utencils  and  domicils” 
together.  In  any  case  it  is  likely  that  some  people  gave  away  such 


Ibid.,  iii,  484-5. 
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personal  possessions  to  family  members  and  friends  before  they  died. 
These  do  turn  up  from  time  to  time,  however,  in  lists  of  plenishings, 
claims  by  heirs  for  the  delivery  to  them  of  their  rightful  “heirship 
goods”,  that  is  the  best  of  every  category  of  household  and  personal 
belongings,  and  in  actions  for  the  return  of  stolen  goods.  In  the  course 
of  looking  at  sources  for  evidence  of  belief  in  sixteenth-century 
Scotland  I have  collected  the  names  of  a handful  of  bible  and  psalm- 
book owners.  Although  they  are  still  few  in  number  the  social  range  of 
these  people  is  illuminating.  They  include  John  Kerr  of  Templehouse, 
whose  bible  and  jDsalm  book  were  stolen  from  his  house  in  the 
Canongate  in  1593,  a tenant,  Thomas  Douglas  in  Dalmahoy,  who  had 
a psalm  book  in  the  same  year,13  David  Falconar  in  Saltpreston,  the 
binding  of  whose  psalm  book  was  “overgilt”  (1582), 14  Henry  Blyth, 
Edinburgh  surgeon,  who  had  a bible  as  well  as  his  “barber  buikis” 
(1590),1  David  Melville  in  Leith  whose  books,  worth  £15,  included  a 
bible  “of  the  great  volume”  (1572), 16  William  Hunter,  an  Ayr 
merchant,  who  had  a psalm  book  worth  5 shillings  in  1569, 17  Janet 
Craik,  an  Edinburgh  cramer  (small  shopkeeper),  who  bequeathed  her 
new  testament  and  psalm  book  to  a relative  in  1591 18  and  Grizel 
Stewart,  daughter  of  the  laird  of  Grantully  who  owned  some  “little 
psalm  books  and  prayer  books”  in  1579. 19  It  would  be  good  to  know 
how  these  bibles  and  psalm  books  circulated.  Individuals  might 
purchase  from  the  printers’  own  shops,  suggested  by  the  arrangements 
to  supply  Bassendyne’s  wife  with  25  separate  copies  of  the  newly- 
printed  bible.  The  merchant  William  Fowler,  who  died  in  1572  leaving 
the  business  to  his  redoubtable  widow  Janet  Fockhart,  had  stocked  new 
testaments,  psalm  books,  “an  English  bible”  and  copies  of  “the 
proverbis  of  Solomon”.20  A dispute  between  parties  involved  in  bible 
distribution  came  to  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  in  December  1584, 
when  a merchant  Archibald  Cunningham  was  ordered  to  compensate 
John  Williamson  in  Leith  who  had  paid  surety  money  that  Gilbert 
Lennox,  messenger,  should  enter  ward  for  failing  to  hand  over  the 
price  of  seventeen  bibles,  part  of  a larger  number  that  he  was  to  have 
sold  for  Cunningham;  the  messenger  had  been  allowed  10  shillings  for 


12  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  Register  of  Decreets,  CC8/2/23  (13  March  1592/3). 

13  Ibid.  (13  June  1593). 

14  Ibid.  (23  July  1582). 

15  Edinburgh  Burgh  Register  of  Deeds,  B22/8/5,  fo.  1 16. 

16  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  Register  of  Decreets,  CC8/2/5  (7  March  1571/2). 

17  Edinburgh  Commissary  Court  Register  of  Testaments,  CC8/8/2,  fo.  1 16. 

18  Ibid.,  CC8/8/23  (7  June  1592). 

19  Ibid.,  CC8/8/10  (12  December  1581). 

20  Ibid.,  CC8/8/3,  fo.  360v. 
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each  bible  sold.21  An  armed  and  mounted  messenger-at-arms,  familiar 
with  the  difficult  road-system  of  sixteenth-century  Scotland,  would 
seem  a good  choice  for  a colporteur,  paid  on  commission.  It  seems, 
however,  that  this  one  had  got  into  difficulties,  or  had  proved 
untrustworthy.  Glimpses  of  pre-Reformation  owners  of  bibles  and 
devotional  literature  are  also  occasionally  found  in  the  legal  records. 
We  find  sir  William  Jackson,  heir  of  sir  Thomas  Jackson,  claiming  his 
relative’s  psalter  with  his  “lettroun  and  porteus”  in  1491, 22  and  Janet 
Lady  Edmonston  demanding  back  her  matin  book,  worth  20  French 
crowns,  from  relatives  in  1480. 23  A little  more  unexpected,  perhaps, 
are  the  “bible  buk”,  “ane  buke  contenand  four  bukis  of  the  sentence” 
and  “thrie  Inglis  bukis”  stolen  from  the  home  of  the  feuding  William 
Hay,  laird  of  Ardendracht,  by  Cheyne  of  Essilmont  in  1492."4  Perhaps 
we  might  have  found  books,  including  bibles,  in  places  where  we 
might  not  have  expected  to  find  them  in  sixteenth-century  Scotland. 


21  _ f . 

1584^dmbUrgh  Commissary  Court  Reg'ster  of  Decreets,  CC8/2/14  (11  December 

« Acts  of  the  Lords  of  Council,  CS5/3,  fo  9v 
' Ibid.,  CS5/1,  fo.  1 10. 

Ibid.,  CS5/4,  fo.  15v. 
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